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What is an American?

The quintessential American dream began with the earliest settlers seeking a better life. This ideal is portrayed within the Rommely family in Betty Smith’s A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. Upon first arriving in America, the Rommelys notice a discrepancy between their status and that of the middle and upper class citizens, or those who were already established as Americans. This incongruity is given clarification in Matthew Frye Jacobson’s Whiteness of a Different Color as he discusses the nativist’s perceptions of the immigrant’s fitness for self-government. Although there are a number of factors that contribute to this gap, Betty Smith presents the idea that the key to attaining success and wealth in American culture is through education and ambition; and therefore, having the drive to both work hard and obtain an education is the rite of passage for an individual to be able to claim the American heritage. However, this drive is not always enough, for as Jacobson explains, an immigrant’s heritage, and the nativist’s commonly held beliefs of this heritage, can provide challenging obstacles for an individual that cause them to work twice as hard to reap the same rewards. 
In A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, the Rommely family followed the wave of Irish immigrants that had been coming to America in great numbers. The Irish were allowed to gain American citizenship, but that was not the intention of 1790 naturalization law, and the acceptance of certain nationalities, such as the Irish, caused many natives to treat the unwanted minorities with a degrading level of respect. When this law was first enacted, it was not clarified what groups were acceptable and what were not, so nearly all 
immigrants thought they were welcomed, for as Jacobson states, “It was this law’s unquestioned use of the word “white” that allowed for the massive migrations of the 

Nineteenth century” (40). The concern was that the undesirable immigrants brought a “growing threat to the smooth functioning of the republic”, as well as “the newcomers’ ‘fitness for self-government’” (Jacobson, 41). It was a common misconception that the immigrants did not contain the proper mental capacity to even fare well in American culture, let alone advance it. 

Katie and Johnny Nolan begin life with the energy of youth with the desire to improve their stations in life. The represent the example of one generation faring slightly better than the previous one, which was common, and even expected, during this period in American history. Although they are only able to attain moderate levels of education themselves which enable them to read and write, even this pittance is more than their parents were able to achieve. Before they begin to have their own children, Smith places them in a situation in which will later become a symbol that is so important, it will control nearly every decision that Katie Nolan makes. After getting married and through to the birth of their first child, the couple goes to work at a local elementary school as janitors during the night hours. While there, Katie gathers bits of discarded chalk and pencils for future use; for although she had yet to conceive her first child, she seems to be aware that these scraps will be useful educational tools that will one day be helpful in nurturing her children’s literacy. 
Immediately following the birth of the couple’s first child, Francie, Katie begins to worry about her daughter’s opportunities in life, for she wants this child to have more 
opportunity than she knows that either she or Johnny will achieve. Although she works very diligently and has the ambition to succeed, she knows this is not enough, and she 
will have to struggle her entire life just to get by. Just after giving birth, Katie speaks to her mother, Mary, about her frustrations: “As the years go by and Johnny and I get older, nothing will grow better. All we have now is that we are young and strong enough to work and that will go from us as time passes” (81). Smith seems to be conveying that just the hard work alone isn’t enough; a person has to become educated to truly get ahead in this culture, for that is the American way, and Mary Rommely is aware of the imagery of the Irish ability, as discussed by Jacobson: “There are too many Irish-Americans, young men growing up in our cities, who are too vain or too lazy to work, self-indulgent, impudent, and dissipated” (49). Mary knows the challenge will be difficult, but if her grandchildren are to show their worth, they must work twice as hard to display their perseverance. 
The key to improving one’s station in American life during this period was through education, for the immigrants that had already established themselves in this country displayed this with the example they set, and with America being so new in its inception, those who were around to establish the norms had control over the monitoring of them. Although Katie and her husband have been married just a short period of time when Francie is born, she realizes her husband isn’t going to be much help in advancing their children’s prospects, so her mother’s advice is very dear to her since she shares the same steely determination. Mary Rommely states what had been a latent thought within Katie, that proper education is the key to children achieving more than their parents: “The 
secret lies in the reading and writing […] Every day this must be until the child learns to read. Then she must read every day, I know this is the secret” (83). Mary understood that not only were the mental and physical capabilities of immigrants challenged, but the intellectual prowess as well. Jacobson discusses this issue as well:

Ultimately such racial conceptions would lead to a broad popular consensus that the Irish were ‘constitutionally incapable of intelligent participation in the governance of the nation’ (48).

With all of the difficulties placed upon the immigrants in such manners, Mary hoped to convey to her daughter just how much she would have to instill these values into her children.  Armed with her mother’s advice and her steel determination, Katie begins a life-long quest to instill the values of education and ambition into her offspring. 
The ideal education doesn’t just exist in books though; it can be from an amalgamation of sources. Both Katie and Johnny realize this and attempt to show 
Francie and Neely, their second child, what they can in their own ways. In doing so, they are endeavoring to show them the avenues of the American way and how much more 
cultured and sophisticated their life can be, along with opening doors for them that they themselves were unable to go through. Katie observes the people and children in the neighborhood that opportunities for numerous reasons and notices that they seem to be pinned down in their current position in life. They are the ones that remain in the immigrant neighborhoods, for they are most comfortable there since they have not elevated themselves to the American status. 

Katie strives to teach her children to be refined and practical. They take music lessons and are taught the value of money and the amount of hard work it takes to earn it. Johnny’s idea of educating his children is a little different since he is more interested in displaying his limited knowledge of the city in order to show there is more to life than their small neighborhood. His and Katie’s vision is similar in this respect, and while she uses nightly readings out of the Bible and Shakespeare’s collected works to convey this 
point, he uses such tactics as long walks and boat rides. Although he has the best of intentions, the events often do no turn out as planned. One such event was immediately before a big, local election. There was a boat ride that was traveling up and 
down the Hudson River to celebrate a Democratic Party candidate. Johnny seized this moment to display the inner working of the political system even though he does not care to be there: “He figured the boat trip might be educational and he wanted to be on hand to educate the children” (182). The trip does not turn out well, and he misses the majority of the opportunity to teach them anything by drinking the time away, but he still has good intentions. Another similar trip, this time to show the children the nearby ocean, turns out 
with similar disastrous results, but he still is making an attempt to show them something more, and in his own way, educate them. 
The most beneficial thing he does for his children is actually just for Francie alone. One day while she takes a stroll, she comes upon another neighborhood’s school and realizes the possibilities that lie within the building. It was everything her current school wasn’t: 

She walked on further and came to a little old school. Its old bricks glowed garnet in the late afternoon sun. There was no fence around the school yard and the school grounds were grass and not cement. Across from the school, it was practically open country-a meadow with golden-rod, wild asters and clover growing in it (168).
Even at this young age, she realizes that not just the school itself but the community in which it is placed will give her advantages over continuing to attend her current school. There are more resources for her to utilize, the teachers are more caring and devote more individualized attention, and the children tend to be from more prosperous, middle-class 
families, American families which could become important social contacts. Johnny, too, realized the potential advantages, so one Sunday they walk the twenty-four blocks from 
their house to this potential school. As they walk into the unfamiliar neighborhood with the nicer houses and a number of trees, he begins to inform her of some the reasons for the discrepancy from their own neighborhood to this one: 

Papa told her about this strange neighborhood: how its families had been American for more than a hundred years back; how they were mostly Scotch, 

English and Welsh extraction. The men worked as cabinet makers and fine carpenters. They worked with metals: gold, silver and copper. (171)
The distinction these racial differences produced was great. To begin, these “prominent” immigrants had been here for a longer period of time and had not only had the time to establish themselves and put in the time and work to attain material wealth and status, they felt as if they alone were American, and anyone else who came afterward was unfit to govern themselves in the way that these original settlers had. As Jacobson notes:
Much of this tract details a racial myth of the origins of American political institutions. By this account God had hidden the continent of North America from Europe’s ‘civilized races’ until they were properly prepared to undertake the bold experiment of self-government. The American republic thus represents the ‘crown’ of all European history (71).

These privileged British races were the crowns of all of America at the time, and in an effort to preserve this, they set up difficult standards for newcomers to receive the same level of success that they had. Upon arriving at the school, Johnny realizes what this school and neighborhood can do for his daughter’s future, so he devises a way that will enable her to attend.  He realizes if she sees more diversity and opportunity, she will have the opportunity to expand her imagination, and thus, her dreams for the future. 


As her children grow, Katie pushes her children to obtain the vision she has of the American idea. After they finish primary school, they are both sent to wok in the city, Manhattan. Not only is this keeping the family afloat financially, since Johnny has passed away, but his is also giving Francie and Neely an idea of the working world and just how hard one has to work to get ahead.

However, this opportunity for financial gain also diminishes the opportunity for educational growth in Francie’s case. When it comes time for the children to enter high 
school, Katie only has enough money for one of them to go, and since Neely doesn’t want to, he is the chosen one. Francie is destroyed, and initially feels her chances at 
continuing her education are destroyed. An argument ensues among the trio: with Neely because he doesn’t want to attend high school, with Francie because she wants to, and with Katie because she stands firm with her decision. Although there is tension between mother and daughter, Katie knows she has passed her determination and ambition onto to her daughter to such an extent that she won’t allow this set-back to diminish her chances 
at higher education, and in this way, Katie has succeeded in transferring this trait onto her daughter. Francie tells Katie, “Don’t be mad at me, Mama, because I fought you. You, 
yourself, taught me to fight for what I thought was fright and I […] I thought I was right” (387). Katie responds with, “I know. And I’m pleased that you can and will fight for what you should have. And you’ll always come out all right-no matter what. You’re like me that way” (387).Although it seems she is actually being cruel at the time, Katie is more 
determined than ever to see both of her children at least graduate from high school, and she realizes that if she allows Neely back into the working world, this will never occur. 


At the end of the novel, both children achieve far more success than either of their parents, and this is due to their determination and education, and as they near adulthood, they are considered Americans, whereas when they were children, they were considered Irish-Austrian. Both have worked and by going out of their local, immigrant neighborhood and into the city, they are able to earn as much money, if not more, than their parents, aunts, and uncles do while they are still young. Neely begins to attend high school, and Francie, thanks to her mother’s ambition, is able to work to bypass this level and attend college. 

 Throughout the novel, Betty Smith displays her vision of what it means to be an American: education and desire. Although the Rommely family had obstacles and prejudices to overcome, they were able to beat the negative Irish stereotypes that Matthew Jacobson discusses and succeed in the American fashion. Smith realizes one must persevere through, and if they want something badly enough, they must work for it, even if the goal seems unattainable. However, she also makes the case that if a person doesn’t try, as Johnny never did, they will never know what could have been. 
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